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Access to information
Surveys

Surveys are an important means to collect information about attitudes (how respondents think), behaviour (how respondents act) and motivations (why respondents behave in certain ways). As well as providing a picture of what life is like in the area, surveys can develop the skills and interest of local people, e.g. if they are involved in administering and writing up the survey. They can also help to generate ideas for local improvements.

1. Types of questionnaire survey

There are three basic types of survey – self-administered; telephone; and interview.

1. Self-Administered – where the respondent completes the questionnaire themselves, e.g. through a mail back form that you get with new electrical products. The big advantage is anonymity so that the respondent can feel free to say what is on their mind. But there can be bias. This means that these types of surveys reach and are returned by a certain group of people that may not reflect the whole population. For example fax and internet surveys will only reach those that have access to this technology.

2. Telephone – where the survey is completed over the phone. Benefits include being able to choose telephone numbers at random and so be more likely being able to take the responses as representative of the whole population. This is how they conduct opinion polls to predict who will win an election. There are limitations as well. For example 15 minutes is the maximum length of a telephone survey before the respondent begins to lose interest. 

3. Interview – where surveys take place face to face. This can take place on a doorstep, in a home or on an intercept basis – where people are stopped at somewhere like the shopping centre. Responses can be higher because of the face to face link, and the interviewer can clear up misunderstandings. The downside is that the interviewer may unintentionally influence the answers of the respondent through things as simple as nodding their head. 

2. What questionnaire surveys can be used for

When surveys are relatively unstructured but in-depth, they tend to be considered qualitative research. When they are more structured, but less in depth, they are usually part of quantitative research. 

One purpose of quantitative research may be to find out what lots of people think about an issue by asking a few people what they think and extending the answers. Respondents are selected on the basis of their: 

· Sex (Male, Female) 

· Household Tenure (Owner occupied, Council, Other) 

· Age (15-24, 25-44, 45+) 

· Working status (Full-time, part-time, not working).

Survey firm MORI has a national survey every week of 2,000 people that is representative of the British population as a whole. This means that, in most cases, what this group says about a subject will reflect the overall feeling of the British people. So, by asking these 2,000 people about their voting intentions, MORI can confidently predict who will win an election. 

There is an exact science to this selection called sampling. It is very rare for community surveys to fulfil the necessary sampling criteria. Therefore if you ask 100 people in the local area about whether the local library should be opened on Sunday, and 60 percent say ‘yes,’ unless you have taken very careful and specific steps about who has been surveyed and how you will not be able to say that 60 percent of all local people feel this way. 

If this kind of precision is needed get some expert advice. Perhaps a local college or university research department can help. But remember that even without the type of sampling that MORI use, you can still get a useful idea of public feelings and experience through questionnaire surveys. 

3. To survey or not to survey?
Before going ahead with surveys it is important to weigh the potential benefits against the work involved. Measuring requires time and money. Survey design, information collection and analysis needs to be carefully thought out (see below). The process will need at least one champion to drive it forward. 

If it is decided to go ahead with survey work then there are three main decisions to be taken:

1. What are the key questions that need to be answered? For example, what are the attitudes of local businesses?

2. How many questions should be included in the questionnaire survey?

3. What number of people should the questionnaire survey be sent to or what are an ideal number of responses?

The workload of a survey comes from finding people to ask questions and in the extra work of recording their answers. It also comes from the number of questions asked. The more of these the more recording needs to be done. When the number of respondents and questions increase so does the effort required to understand and write up the findings. 

Realistically a hundred surveys in total may be as high as most areas can manage. And remember that there might be different surveys for organisations and residents. Start with a realistic target like 60 resident surveys and 30 organisation surveys. This combined with 12 survey questions should be considered a three course meal because the answers will have to be collected and analysed, which is a lot of work in itself. 

4. Information available without a questionnaire survey

Some information can be picked up without a fresh questionnaire survey. Some useful questionnaire survey type information might have already been collected by a body such as the local Chambers of Commerce or the local council. This might include measures of business optimism, local unemployment statistics or visitor numbers for the local museum. It is best to check these sources before writing your own questionnaire – you might find that you don’t need a new survey.

There are also bits of information that can be observed or surveyed without a questionnaire. Examples include:

· The number of vacant shops in the Local Alchemy area (as a sign of the local business climate) – by walking the shopping areas and making a note

· Availability of business services – by looking through a business directory

· Enrolment rates in further and higher education – by checking with college records or the council.

5. A guide to survey questions

Guidelines to preparing good surveys:

1. Focus on purpose 
Remember why you have decided to spend time, money and effort the survey. Everything in the survey needs to help you to fulfil this purpose 

2. Keep things simple
Keep sentences straight and to the point to minimise any confusion. Ask one thing at a time. For example, do not ask whether “people feel optimistic and confident about the economic prospects for the town of Alchemy.” Optimism and confidence are different states of mind so if they are both important, they require separate questions

3. Be specific
Stay focussed on the information that you want. If you ask about the “best shops in the town of Alchemy” then responses will cover everything from the newsagents to the cafe. This is fine, but if you are really interested in food shopping then ask about this specifically. 

4. Be sensitive 
Asking how much someone spends in their weekly food shop can cause embarrassment. Try to reduce this, e.g. by offering bands of expenditure (e.g. under £30; £30-50; £50 and over). If you need people’s age – ask what year they were born rather than how old they are

5. Avoid leading questions
You may inadvertently drop clues as to the “right answer” to a question by the way that you phase a question. For example, “the Local Alchemy group is working hard to bring tourists into Local Alchemy from surrounding areas. Do you think that this is a good idea?” This question is likely to encourage respondents to say “yes.” It’s a much better question rephrased as: “How worthwhile are efforts to encourage tourists into Local Alchemy from surrounding areas?” (Answers: Very worthwhile; worthwhile; not sure; not worthwhile; not at all worthwhile)

6. Ensure that respondents have enough information to answer questions

Don’t ask “what should be the priority of Local Alchemy in the town?” Instead, ask first if people have heard about Local Alchemy and if they know what it is? If they have you can ask the supplementary question on what it should focus on

7. Use statements as well as questions 

Statements, e.g. I expect life to get better in the local area over the next year, can break the monotony of a survey. Use a five point Likert scale to respond to statements with answers. Five options are manageable and provide a range of answers, e.g. Strongly Agree; Agree; Not Sure; Disagree; Strongly Disagree

8. Allow open ended answers too

Provide space for respondents to explain answers and offer ideas, rather than simply select an answer already provided. But remember that these types of answers make the questionnaire longer to complete and to analyse because each answer is different and must be read

9. Respect people’s time

Assume that each question takes 60-90 seconds to read and answer. This means around ten questions for a 15 minute telephone interview with introduction and a thank you at the end. Self-administered surveys should be even shorter, say a maximum of ten minutes (six questions). Face to face interviews can be longer, around an hour, but even then, there is no point in taking that time if you can get the information in 20 minutes

10. Don’t forget a trial run

Try out a draft survey on some volunteers who have not been involved in its design. Take on board constructive comments and amend as necessary.

6. Interviews, analysing surveys and feedback

Interviews are probably the most desirable method for surveys in Local Alchemy. This is because the respondents will be within a defined area, not too spread out, and because it may be useful to give Local Alchemy a human face. It also allows for more questions to be asked and to give volunteers something tangible and direct to do.

Remember that interviewers should have identification to show that they are legitimate – perhaps a Local Alchemist photo card. It should be decided in advance how many interviews each person will conduct and they should be allocated times and places. 

Street interviews should be at different times of day, and across different days to catch different sorts of people. Also choose different locations across the whole area. It is a good idea to check who is being surveyed half way through to see that a good mix of people is being reached.

7. Different ways to survey 

Whether you go for a questionnaire or other way of collecting information, the best way to reach local respondents is to be creative. Some options for getting a questionnaire seen and completed include:

1. Integrating survey questions into the weekly pub quiz

2. Getting a school involved so that school children take survey questions home to parents

3. A feedback stall at a local fun day 

4. Exploring electronic questionnaire options, like www.surveymonkey.com but making sure that as much of the local population as possible has a chance to respond, e.g. by having dedicated use of computers in the local library

5. Use snowball sampling methods. Get someone who is surveyed to give you two referrals that could also complete the survey. 

8. Something a little different 

Questionnaire surveys are sometimes dull. So it is important to keep the interest of respondents. Use this approach to test attitudes to local issues. Expect to spend half a day outside getting opinions – so best not to do this in winter.

An example survey

Assets

	
	BUSINESSES: Please indicate if you have used any of the following local business advice services in the past 12 months AND if so, whether you were satisfied with the quality of the service:
	Used in past 

12 months
	Satisfied with service

	
	Financial (including tax) 
	(
	(

	
	General Business
	(
	(

	
	IT
	(
	(

	
	Legal
	(
	(

	
	Planning and regulation
	(
	(

	
	Health and safety
	(
	(

	
	Other (please specify)
	(
	(


	
	BUSINESSES: Please indicate if you have used any of the following local business services in the past 12 months AND if so, whether you were satisfied with the quality of the service:
	Used in past 

12 months
	Satisfied with service

	
	Copying and printing


	(
	(

	
	Book-keeping
	(
	(

	
	Accountancy
	(
	(

	
	Publicity and advertising
	(
	(

	
	IT
	(
	(

	
	Recruitment
	(
	(

	
	Training
	(
	(

	
	Market research
	(
	(

	
	Other (please specify)
	(
	(


	
	BUSINESSES, VOLUNTARY AND STATUTORY SECTORS: In the next 12 months, do you expect to need more of any of the inputs below? If the answer is yes, are you confident that these additional needs can be met locally:
	Increase in next 12 months
	Can be met locally 

	
	Business premises and land
	(
	(

	
	Information technology, e.g. broadband or videoconferencing
	(
	(

	
	Appropriately skilled workforce
	(
	(

	
	Machinery
	(
	(

	
	Other (please specify)
	(
	(


Attitudes

	
	ALL STAKEHOLDERS

I am confident that the following groups are working effectively to improve the local area:
	Strongly

 Agree
	Agree
	Not Sure 
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	
	Businesses
	(1
	(2
	(3
	      (4
	(5

	
	Individual residents
	(1
	(2
	(3
	      (4
	(5

	
	Voluntary/community organisations, e.g. the YMCA 
	(1
	(2
	(3
	      (4
	(5

	
	The statutory sector, e.g. employment services or local government
	(1
	(2
	(3
	      (4
	(5


	
	RESIDENTS
	Strongly

 Agree
	Agree
	Not Sure 
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	
	I would like to start my own business
	(1
	(2
	(3
	      (4
	(5

	
	
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure 
	
	

	
	I know the type of business that I would like to start
	(1
	(2
	(3
	
	


	
	
	Strongly

 Agree
	Agree
	Not Sure 
	Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	
	I expect life to get better in the local area over the next year
	(1
	(2
	(3
	      (4
	(5

	
	Please explain your answer

	
	I feel able to influence issues that I care about in the local area
	(1
	(2
	(3
	      (4
	(5

	
	Please explain your answer


Abilities 

	
	
	Yes
	No

	
	BUSINESSES: Do you have policies to support education, training and lifelong learning 
	(1
	(2

	
	RESIDENTS: Have you undertaken education or training in the past 12 months?
	(1
	(2


Actions
	
	BUSINESSES

How many staff does your business employ?

	
	Of these, how many live locally?

	
	What is the biggest challenge to your business when trying to hire locally?


9. Surveys – more active approaches
Traditional surveys are notoriously dull to fill out and result in low response rates (One response in 10 in a postal survey is considered acceptable). This can be improved through some more active methods making the most of workshops or other public gatherings. 

Approach 1: Surveys by shopping

Use this approach to test attitudes to local issues. Expect to spend half a day outside getting opinions – so best not to do this in winter.

1. Get permission to set up a stall in front of a local supermarket

2. Erect a sign with a question such as ‘do you think that life in the local area will get better over the next year?’

3. Set three shopping baskets or trolleys aside – one is labelled ‘yes’, another labelled ‘no’ and the third labelled ‘don’t know’ 

4. Shoppers drop a can of baked beans (covers with a ‘Local Alchemy’ label) into the basket/trolley that most reflects their opinion

5. The contents of the baskets or trolleys are counted and they are emptied often to avoid opinion being swayed by previous answers

6. Other local opinions can be obtained through this method, but it’s best to stick to one major question at a time. A variation is to get ‘shoppers’ to express a preference between different options, e.g. prospective community projects. ‘Shoppers’ are each given five cans of baked beans to vote for their favourite project. They are able to put all their cans in one basket or can spread their vote around. 

Approach 2: Sticky dots 

A sticky dot can be used as a more visible tick mark to indicate a particular response to a question, e.g. about life in the local area improving. Because they create a colourful image, they can communicate opinions quickly and effectively. Sticky dots are good when a vote is needed on priorities and preferences.

1. If there are five possible projects that the Local Alchemy group could work on, give everyone in the group the same number of sticky dots – say six

2. Participants show their preference by spreading their dots around e.g. three on their 1st choice, two on their 2nd and one on their 3rd. Alternatively a person can put all six of their dots on the same choice to show strong preference

(See ‘Example workshop 1’ with residents for some more uses of sticky dots).

Approach 3: Measure by the Meter

1. In a workshop, the mood meter can quickly gain responses where answers are along a spectrum.

2. For example ‘How often do you do household shopping in [insert name of the local area]?’ In response to the question give the participants four potential answers:

· Always

· Usually

· Sometimes

· Never

3. Line people line up against a wall. Standing at the left side of the wall represents ‘always’ and the right side means ‘never’. In between means ‘sometimes’ or ‘usually.’  (Alternatively answers can be allocated to four corners of a room)

Approach 4: Getting out and about

Ultimately, the best way to actively gather information from people is to go where people are rather than get them to come to a workshop. Some options include:

6. Integrating survey questions into the weekly pub quiz

7. Getting a school involved so that school children take survey questions home to parents

8. A stall at a local fun day (though surveys can be hard pushed to compete against fun) 

9. Sending out surveys by email. (Note that many sections of the community may not have access to email and provision needs to be made for this group). Random draw prizes provide an incentive to respond

10. Use snowball sampling methods. Get someone who is surveyed to give you two referrals that could also complete the survey. 

Approach 5 – Workshops

Example Workshop 1: with 10-15 residents

The purpose of the workshop is to collect survey information from local residents (See SURVEY GUIDANCE). The questions selected below are examples. The survey guidance has additional questions that can be selected instead and it is an option to create new questions as well.

	Time
	Purpose 
	Details

	9:00 a.m.
	Reception
	Refreshments, name badges for all participants and facilitators 

	9:30
	Introduction
	Explanation of the purpose of the workshop

	9:40
	Go-round
	Participants introduce themselves. Have a paper map of the local area up so that residents can point to their street 

	9:55
	Spending Map
	Create a map of spending by sticking four flipcharts together. Categories are as in the table below: 

Item

Spending

Food

( ( (((((((
Entertainment, e.g. video rentals, cinema, pub

((((((((((
Electrical goods

((((((((((
House repairs/improvements

((((((((((
Participants place different coloured sticky dots according to where they do MOST of their spending in each spending category:

· Yellow = local expenditure in locally owned businesses

· Orange = local expenditure in non-locally owned businesses, e.g. a supermarket or chain store

· Red = spending outside the local area

	10:25
	Reflection
	Are the results a surprise? What drives the choices? Does anyone know a good local supplier that others aren’t aware of?

	10:55
	Break
	

	11:10
	Confidence in other stakeholders
	Assess the extent to which the residents have confidence that stakeholder groups are ‘working effectively to improve the local area.’ Use a mood meter where people are lined up against a wall. Standing at the left extreme of the wall represents ‘Strongly Agree’ and at the right extreme represents ‘Strongly Disagree.’ In between are ‘Agree,’ ‘Not Sure,’ and ‘Disagree.’ 

Strongly Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

[image: image1]
Ask this for businesses, residents themselves, voluntary/community organisations, and the statutory sector. Make a careful note of where people stand. Ask people to share the reasons for their position. 

	11:40
	About the area
	You can use the mood meter exactly as above to get responses to the following two statements:

1. I expect life to get better in the local area over the next year

2. I feel able to influence issues that I care about in the local area

Reflect on the responses. Do people feel willing and able to shape local life? 

	12:10
	Wrap up
	Take any final points and give participants a clear idea about what happens next, whom can they contact etc.

	12:30
	Lunch
	A thank you lunch


Example Workshop 2: Down to business – Ninety minutes with business 

Note: This workshop is half the length of the residents’ workshop. As a result there is a need to be very selective about which questions asked (See SURVEY GUIDANCE for possible questions). It is likely that the group will certainly appreciate the chance to discuss issues and benefit from the shared experience in the room. So think of the workshop as more like a focus group than a survey. A formal survey could follow if necessary. Make sure that one person is available whose sole role is to take notes and capture quotes.

	Time
	Purpose 
	Details

	6:00 P.M.
	Reception
	Tea, coffee and biscuits; Give people a name badge; facilitators should wear them too

	6:15
	Introduction
	Explanation of the purpose of the workshop – why it matters 

	6:25
	Go-round and participant introductions
	Relevant information for the introduction includes the type and size of business 

	6:40
	Agenda formation
	What are the challenges to the participant’s business goals? (The answers generate the rest of the key topics for the rest of the session). Look for repeated patterns and draw the relevant part of the Wealth check business survey for questions and points of discussion on these – e.g. as below

	6:55
	Depending what emerges in agenda formation, the next topic might be: 

Local goods and services 
	Where are supplies being purchased? What are the barriers to more local sourcing? 

	7:15
	Land, buildings, employment and telecommunications
	What is the situation with these business resources? Are any of the businesses contemplating moving out of the local area because of problems with these resources? 

	7:40
	Wrap up
	When and how will they hear about this project next? 

	7:45
	Light supper and networking
	Informal time to build connections, recruit people for deeper involvement etc.


